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FOREWORD 


The Stevens House is a symbol of Mount Vernon's earliest 
days as a village. Standing in its imposing whiteness on the 
corner plot at Fourth Street and Sixth Avenue, it is a well- 
known landmark. 


Photographs of the house have appeared in practically 
all of the historical sketches of Mount Vernon that have 
been written during the past century, but aside from the 
fact that John Stevens was the founder of the village, little 
is available to the present generation to furnish a picture 
of the personalities who lived in that home and the activities 
which were interwoven with the life of the village in those 
long ago days. 


When the Trustees of the Public Library learned that 
Miss Louise Stevens Miller, the granddaughter of John 


Stevens, had left among her papers this ‘Story of the . 


Stevens House," it seemed fitting that it should be issued 
as one of the pamphlets in the "Historical Series,’ which 


_was begun in 1940, Although it appears that the story was 


not completed, there is sufficient material to afford a 
beHer acquaintance with our earliest family. 


The Trustees appreciate Miss Olive Miller's permission to 
publish her sister's manuscript and her generous loan of 
materials for the illustrations. 


ALICE L. JEWETT, Chief Librarian 


Mount Vernon Public Library 
June 1951 
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JOHN STEVENS 
April 17, 1803 — April 22, 1882. 


President, Industrial Home Association No. |. 
Justice of the Peace, Town of Eastchester, 1853-1873. 
Vestryman, St. Paul's, Eastchester, 1852-1865. 


For Shorter Periods 


President of the Village of Mount Vernon. 
Trustee of the Village of Mount Vernon. 
President of the Board of Education. 
Warden and Vestryman, Trinity Church. 


Organizer of the Debating Society and 
The Horticultural Society. 


> . 
a Peer ee, ED emt 


' 
| 
| 
: 


tome tnual to spalli¥ ont. to eateast | 
noitecubd to bieod off to tapes * , 
tlowudD ytinisT jnemyrizeeV bee nabs W | 


bas yisioce pnitedad edt to vesinepiO 
191208 lewthusitioH edT 


em PREFACE 


The Story of the Stevens House covers only the first 
third of its long existence or, those years during which it 
was the home of John and Emeline Stevens, years which 
saw the start and early development of the Village of Mount 
Vernon. | 


It is a true story based on old papers, letters, diaries and 
certain family traditions which alone have provided the 
material for the picture of life in those early days which it 
describes. In no instance has the writer drawn on her imag- 
ination to add interest to the tale. 


The possession of this material, and the realization that 
the writer is the last person living who could utilize it to 
the full, have seemed impelling reasons for writing this 
sketch for, while the name of John Stevens as Founder of 
Mount Vernon is familiar to many, little is known of his 
personality, his many interests and activities, and his manner 
of life in this house which for him and his family was always 
a home in the best sense of the word. 


LOUISE STEVENS MILLER 
Mount Vernon, New. York 
July 1946 
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Sketch of John Stevens by his son George Stevens 


John Stevens, son of Joseph and Elizabeth Stevens, was 
born in Elizabethtown, New Jersey on the seventeenth day 
of April 1803. His father was a farmer whose acreage cov- 
ered about the area now occupied by the borough of Cran- 
ford. It was here that he imbibed and cultivated that love 
of nature which was the germ of his life's ambition — to 
establish a community of homes in the midst of rural quiet 
and beauty. His education, other than that received from 
the ''silent monitors of field and forest,’’ was the best that 
the common schools of the day afforded. In early manhood 
he was apprenticed to the tailoring trade, and after having 
acquired a thorough knowledge of the business he entered 
into a partnership with Robert Barry together with whom, 
under the firm name of "Barry & Stevens,'' he conducted a 
merchant tailoring establishment at No. 4 Water Street, 
Elizabethtown. A few years later this partnership was dis- 
solved and he moved to New York where he opened a 
clothing store at No. 19 John Street. His life in New York 
was marked by frequent changes of address, both business 
and home, until July 2nd, 1851 when, as the pioneer resident, 
he took up his abode in Mount Vernon, accompanied by his 
wife and three children, Mr. Stevens having married in 1839 
-Miss Emeline Megie, a daughter of Daniel and Elizabeth 
Megie, the former a well-to-do merchant, doing business in 
Harrison Street, New York. 

The home to which Mr. Stevens brought his family was 
the newly finished residence of Sylvanus Purdy, now known 
as the "Stevens House,"" at 29 West 4th Street, purchased 
by him at the time of the sale of the buildings remaining 
on the farm sites when the Association took possession, It 
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was in the center of a charming picture of rural beauty and 
partially overshadowed by a magnificent elm, whose huge 
bole and domelike expanse of branches made it for many 
years the chief attraction of visitors to Mount Vernon. Under 
this tree Mr. Stevens spent much of his leisure time in quiet 
contemplation, reviewing the long years of trial that had 
led up to his hope's achievement, regarding the old tree as 
the crown that signalized the creation of the settlement of 
which he was Founder. 

From his earliest manhood this plan had been foremost in 
his mind. He had dreamed of it; he had written of it; he had 
talked of it to his business associates; he had lectured on 
the subject in different parts of the city, until at last he 
had interested enough persons ''desirous of obtaining homes 
thro’ associative effort'’ to meet at Mechanics Hall, New 
York on the 9th day of July 1850, and organize the "Indus- 
trial Home Association No. |" of which he was unanimously 
made president, an office he held continuously until the 
object of the Association had been accomplished. 

To pilot an organization of constantly increasing member- 
ship and hold it to harmonious action for a year and a half 
was no light task. Not only did it involve at its initial meet- 
ings the extended presentation of the objects of the Associa- 
tion to the newcomers attending to learn the advantages of 
membership but also, as the volume of that membership 
increased and its accruing hundreds multiplied the diverg- 
encies of thought, to keep in abeyance the conflicting ideas, 
to studiously weigh and consider the many issues rising in 
the course of debate, to endure without resentment the 
effort of malcontents to question motives and create discord 
— to conduct the organization to a successful outcome 
through all these discouragements — required more than 
common patience and poise and the subordination of all 
personal bias to the common good. To nave achieved this 
through years of persistent effort inthe face of many trials 
was indeed a triumph, making him well worthy of the name 
“Founder of Mount Vernon,"' the embryo of the "City of 
Homes." 


GEORGE STEVENS 
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George seems a fitting introduction to this brief ac- 
count of the life which centered about his home in the 
early days of the village. . 

Possibly a few added words in regard to his appearance 
and personality may be of interest. 

Squire Stevens, as he was known to the village, by reason 
of his office of Justice of the Peace, was tall and of very 
erect carriage, with well-shaped head, aquiline nose and thin 
lips which knew the value of silence. He possessed a quiet 
dignity which made its presence felt with people of all 
classes and was probably helpful in dealing with those less 
law-abiding members of the community with whom he came 
in contact as Town Magistrate. A suggestion of sternness 
about the face for which the thin lips were responsible was 
wholly belied by the smile which lurked always in the kindly 
brown eyes. 

He was a man of few words with an almost Quaker-like 
distaste for strife of any sort and, a staunch advocate of the 
simple life, he neither smoked nor drank. 

People of all sorts and kinds seem to have been as essen- 
tial to his well-being as the air he breathed, Undoubtedly it 
was this intense interest in his kind that helped him to carry 
to a successful conclusion the affairs of the Industrial Home 
Association, and after that kept him an active participant 
in the life of the village — social, political and religious — 
for so many years. 

Perhaps here it should be stated that he had been greatly 
blessed in his marriage to Emeline Megie, a woman of real 
nobility of character, whose sympathetic understanding and 
loyal unselfish support never failed him through all the diffi- 
culties involved in the work he had chosen. 
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Te foregoing sketch of John Stevens written by his son 
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At the time of his election to the presidency of the 
Association in July 1850, he had drawn up a paper entitled 
"Self Imposed Resolutions'' for his own guidance in the 
work ahead. In that he says, “If animosity arise in my 
feelings toward a member for what | believe to be an unjust 
course that he has taken, | shall endeavor to check such 
feeling and strive to reconcile my mind to the belief that 
the member is sincere in the course he has taken, however 
opposite to my own.” Probably it was the quality of mind 
here revealed that made him an acceptable Justice of the 
Peace for twenty consecutive years. i 
- Always a staunch Democrat, he was for many years in 
close touch with the political life of the village. Election 
day usually found him out of the house by five o'clock in 
the morning and the family did not see him again till mid- 
night or later. 

He was a great lover of children and had a special gift 
for contributing to their happiness. He would draw quaint 
and amusing pictures, followed by descriptive verses which 
were dear to the hearts of his children and later on to his 
grandchildren. Another source of amusement to them were 
the tops which he turned out by the score, cleverly whittled 
out of spools. These, brightly colored, made a pretty picture 
when spinning, six or eight at a time, on the floor. 

In matters relating to education one may assume that he 
might have felt a certain sympathy with the progressive 
ideas now in vogue. In an article in an old magazine, "The 
Ladies Wreath" of August 1848, these lines occur, “no 
child is ever improved by scolding, but always injured." In 
the margin this penciled comment appears, “More true 
than gospel. Would to God, it could be appreciated. This 
would be a better and a happier world. J.S." 

This grandchild can stili remember how, on days when 
naughtiness had brought parental reproof, the comforting 
pressure of Grandpa's encircling arm and gentle pat on the 
shoulder robbed discipline of all its sting and brought the 
heartening assurance that al! was still right with the world. 

He was devotedly fond of music and his granddaughter, 
Florence A. Stevens, writes of him, “He would sit for a long 
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winter evening in the parlor, listening to his sons singing — 
his daughter at the piano — with perhaps a visitor or two 
lending their voices,"’ and she goes on to say, ‘John Stevens 
himself played the flute, but he modestly withdrew from the 


Mrs. John Stevens and daughter, Mary 


parlor to the sitting-room, ‘across the hall, where his solo 
performance was enjoyed by an exclusive audience limited 
to ‘Petty,’ his black and tan dog, and one of his grand- 
children, who can remember only one favorite number of 
his repertoire, ‘The Low Back Car’." 
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That July 2nd, 1851, already mentioned, was an eventful 
day for the Stevens family. After twenty years of life in 
New York, John Stevens, nature lover and son of a farmer, 
was happy to shake the dust of the city off his feet for all 
time and return to country life. His wite, Emeline, shared 
his enthusiasm and of course the children, John Oscar, 
George and little Mary, were dancing with excitement. And 
so, for the last time, the door of their home at 162 Christo- 
pher Street was closed, and they turned their faces hopefully 
toward their new home in Westchester and the new life that 
awaited them there. ‘ 

After a short train ride and an all too short drive in the 
fresh country air they arrived at their destination, the Syl- 
vanus Purdy farm, one of the five farms on which the village 
of Mount Vernon was built. There in its lovely setting of 
stately elm trees stood the new house, shining and immacu- 
late, waiting to receive them. It had but recently been 
completed, built by Sylvanus Purdy, with the evident inten- 
tion of abandoning the old farmhouse, still standing with 
barns and outhouses at the rear, and making it his home. 
The sale of the farm to the Industrial Home Association had, 
however, changed his plans, and John Stevens had purchased 
the house as his future home. The porch and its white Doric 
pillars were dappled in sunshine and shadow and the only 
sounds to break the summer stillness were the songs of the 
birds — robins, thrushes, orioles, vireos and many others — 
that lived in happy security in the tall elms. 

Back of the house, a discovery the children were not slow 
in making were two large cherry trees, a black and a white 
oxheart, which to their delight were laden with shining fruit 
and — embarrassment of riches — beneath each of them 
stood a capacious basket, piled high and running over with 
the same delicious fruit. These had been placed there by a 
thoughtful member of the Purdy family to add to the joys 
of that first homecoming. All this, for the children, was even 
more delightful than those trips to the Elysian Fields, where 
they had spent so many happy Sunday afternoons with their 
parents watching the boats ply up and down the Hudson 
River, and best of all, there would be no hurried trip back 
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to the city at the end of the day, for this was home! What 
wonder that that summer day with its bright promise for 
the future lived in the memories of that little band of 
pioneers for the rest of their lives! Nor did the day promise 
more than the years ahead were to bring of happiness and 
opportunity for useful activity. 

One amusing incident of that first summer may be worth 
chronicling. My grandfather was frequently away from the 
house, for there were many matters claiming his attention. 
One morning my grandmother chanced to notice a rather 
rough, unprepossessing-looking character lurking about the 
premises. She was alone with the children and knew that 
several hours might pass before her husband's return, and 
there were no near neighbors. 

It occurred to her that the appearance of a man about 
the place would be a protection and she decided to dress 
herself in a suit of her husband's clothes, hoping that, on 
seeing her thus disguised, the objectionable stranger would 
disappear. She hurried upstairs and quickly made the change, 
pulling an old hat well down over her face. She must have 
presented a ludicrous appearance, for she was a little thing 
and my grandfather was tall and broad, and his garments 
must have hung loosely on her small frame. Nothing daunted, 
however, by the lack of fit in her disguise, she went out of 
doors, keeping rather close to the house at first but, failing 
to see the stranger about for some time, she boldly started 
down the long path that led to the old road some rods away, 
for of course the streets were not yet laid out. 

She was beginning to feel quite encouraged by the appar- 
ent success of her ruse when she suddenly became aware of a 
swiftly moving figure which had just turned in from the road 
and was coming toward her ai a terrific rate of speed. Turn- 
ing, she ran as she had never run in her life before, terrified 
by the feeling that her pursuer was gaining on her. Terror 
lent wings to her feet which scarcely touched the earth as 
she sped toward the protection of that ever-receding door- 
way. Finally with a last desperate effort she bounded up the 
steps and hurled herself against the door and, once inside, 
turned and slammed the heavy iron balis into place, just as 
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a deafening rain of blows fell on the outside and her hus- 
band's irate voice demanded that the door be opened. 

It seems that he too had seen the suspicious looking 
stranger when leaving the house that morning and, feeling 
anxious about the family, had returned sooner than he had 
originally planned. On reaching the point where the house 
path turned into the old road, through the shrubbery, he 
had caught a glimpse of this second unccuth figure and had 
immediately connected it with the rough-looking character 
he had seen earlier in the morning — hence the chase 
which had just ended at the front door. My grandmother's 
disguise had been a complete success so far as ms was con- 
cerned! 

The most interesting and exciting event of that first year 
(1851) was the choosing of the lots which took place in the 
big Purdy barn at the rear of the house that autumn. To 
the youngsters it seemed like a long-drawn-out picnic for, 
during the three weeks or more that the one thousand 
members of the Association were coming from the city— 
fifty each day—to select their future home sites, there in 
the dim light of the big Purdy barn, where maps had been 
placed for the convenience of the mernbers, stood long 
tables filled with many substantial refreshments, the appetiz- 
ing smell of fresh coffee filled the air, and a liberal cider 
barrel added to the joys of all concerned. This has been de- 
scribed elsewhere. 

Details of the family life here for the first ten or fifteen 
years are scarce as available records are all too few but, 
from such as do exist, it is evident that they were years of 
great activity. 

The minutes of the meetings of the Industrial Home Asso- 
ciation No. |, which continued to be held for a year or 
more after the family arrived in Mount Vernon in July 1851, 
go to prove that during this period there were many duties 
claiming the attention of John Stevens and that much of 
his time must have been given to the work which devolved 
upon him as president of the Association, whose members 
in March 1852 presented him with a gold watch and chain 
as 6 mark of their grateful appreciation. 


8 


el 6 mere 9 OE A) Oe ees | ee Oe ewe —_ 


eee OS te on 0 i Ne Bim Ol a IG 6 RN ae 


ee a 


—s0cene 


ee a ee i 


- ee en 


os DREGE Labs, Bel 

“i ihn hwo Ce ok on Yo ie _ 
 dbeneqo ad 108 Ib ‘orlh terlt bot ws eronec 

Ett rs eudiriqage oft pa bed oot ar ia 


oy 


er | 
onites? .bns prinvom tet ever ort Ae ee 2 
bad ed nett secoce bemwuien ber ,ylimet odt tuods’ eoltns — 
ezvor ert ree tniog edt prices: nO .bennslq yilenigiio 
wf weddurde aft dpyowtt \beoy blo edt otal bemut Ateq — 
ef bre swpt Mudonu bnove: zint to etamilo s tdouss bed — 
anther! onisdool-dpuai er’ dtiw 7 Befoenno> yleteibemmi ria 
seats oft onal -— prima edt ni aie fess’ bad on 7 
'yeritomboeye yM aoch thot edt te bebe tauj bed dotthw 
-no> tew sd 26 iat o2 22zaddue otalqmod 6 need bed a ae 


> 


veey tervt tort ™" tneve onitioxe bas pnitestetni ie oa 
ait ai eaciq foot doidw sol edt to pniacerls elt 20w (ist) 
oT .nmutus tadt seuod eft te ta81 oft te ied youd ve. 
act sinsiq. tuo-awarb-pnc! 2 dil bemose ti netienvey £ ‘he 

basewott ono alt tedt eom 10 sdeow seit eft prin 
—ytis ont mast or ba ow nditeisdzA edt to” Hedmem. 
ni eter? este emod “@utul vied? toalee pp oe fx68 yi 
nsed ber zqam erertw mre ‘ eres pid edt lo téell mib edt — 
o oft le soneinevito e 10} beselq : ia 
teaas elt .ztnemdcetor iaitetatodun ynem dtiw bellit 2aldat 
5 sredi! 6 bne | slit softos dee vi ¥6 Hoon pel 
eo nead ead ciAT .benieaneo fle to zvoj off ot bebe lensed = —- 
. sedweels bedi: 


Hg 


neeth so nat tert elt 20? one off! inne srt to dlisted a 
vet cot le 916 zbioom sidelievs t so1sc2 86 zeey 
aw vert ted? tobivezi ti teks ob es rue mort 
? Viivitse feerp 
moll leinteubr | att to apni ityem adi to estunin odT 
16sy 6 10) bled od of beuni ino Aaidw 1 ol noitei> 
1281 yviub ai aomeV tnuoM ai bevine vlimet oft vette nom 
eeitub ynem asraw arart boneq anit pnt wh ted? ovoid ot ae 
to down fedt bre eavaic ndot to nolitnette ant primisha 
bavion doithw dow ant oT nevie nod aver favin omit Li 
niadimmacn a:otw noiteoorA elt lo thebizey tse 
niors bne dotew. blog @ tw min bethezerq eal 


nolfeinangge lutetsrp Tortt Fe 
i 8 


yi 5 r 
ae 


Under these conditions it was natural that during those 
first years the Stevens house, completed and ready for occu- 
pancy before ground had been broken for any of the other 
houses, became the meeting place for the men and women 
most interested and active in promoting the growth and 
well-being of the village, and here many a knotty problem 
of vital interest to the community was discussed and worked 
out. 

That the founding fathers were undaunted by the many 
difficulties presented by their undertaking and were con- 
fident of its success is proven by the fact that in 1853 John 
Stevens purchased an additional 100 acres of land lying to 
the north of Mount Vernon, and in September of that year 
a constitution and by-laws were adopted for "the sequel to 
Industrial Home Association No. |."" This newly acquired 
land was named Fleetwood. 

On their arrival from New York the family had become 
identified with St. Paul's Church, Eastchester, and John 
Stevens was elected one of its vestrymen in 1852 and 
served as such continuously through 1865. 

In May 1853, according to his “Docket, a Record of 
Trials before John Stevens, Justice," he began his long serv- 
ice of twenty years in that office, for a time holding court 
in his home, Much of that time, however, he rented office 
space in Gould's Hotel. 

A matter of first importance after the founding of the 
village was the establishment of schools, and in this John 
Stevens had a personal interest as he was the father of 
three young children. In July 1853, he became a member of 
Mount Vernon's first Board of Education and was elected 
its president. In addition to his many other interests and 
activities, he found time to start his garden, and in 1855 
he organized the Mount Vernon Horticultural Society. As 
his youth had been spent on a farm, it was natural that 
when opportunity offered heshould turn his attention to the 
cultivation of the soil and, with evident success, as in Oc- 
tober 1855 he was awarded a prize for some of his garden 
products by the Horticultural Society. 

Between the years 1860 and 1865, he was three times 
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elected a village trustee, serving as president of the village 
for the year 1861-62. 


For Emeline Stevens the first years in her new home were 
intensely busy ones. A particular housekeeper, the difficulty 
of securing proper help seems to have been an ever-present 
one. With a family of growing children, her interest in the 
church, and her habit of keeping open house for relatives 
and friends, her days were more than full. 

As for the children, they seem to have led the usual care- 
free life that rightfully belongs to childhood. They attended 
the first public school but followed Mr. John Oakley, its 
principal, when in 1857 he opened a private school of his 
own at Tenth Avenue and Second Street. 

A diary kept by my mother, Mary Stevens, in the summer 
of 1861, when a young girl, tells of tea parties, games of tag, 
blind man's buff, hide and seek under the old oak tree, and 
long thrilling swings in the swing which hung from one of 
its high limbs. There are many entries similar to this of 
June 18th 1861: 


"In the evening Sophie, Charlie, Emmy, Hilda and 
William were here, and we all had a trolic under the 
large tree." 


The Sophie and Charlie here mentioned were Sophie J. Mee 
and her brother, On June 30th 1861, there is the following 
entry: 
“Mrs. McClellan's baby was baptized and Mother 
went over to Mrs. McClellan's to tea." 


That baby is today the dignified chairman of the Board of 
the First National Bank. 


Another interesting bit of information gleaned from this 
same diary is that ice was a luxury obtainable at that early 
date, for on July 4th 1861, the writer records the following: 

"Julia Oakley came over to borrow our ice-cream 

freezer." 

Needless to say, for the little settlement itself those first 
years were filled with ceaseless activity. Various brooks, 
swamps and woodlands had to be brought under control, 
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the streets surveyed and graded, and the building of new 
homes started. The heartening ring of hammer and drone 
of saw were heard on all sides, and by October !852, three 
or four hundred houses had been erected or were in process 
of construction. Naturally there was no home to which all this 
activity brought greater satisfaction than to the Stevens 
home. Much of this has been described elsewhere, however, 
and the real object of this sketch is to picture the life of a 
somewhat later period when, the children having grown up, 
and the difficulties of those pioneer days having been largely 
overcome, life followed a more orderly pattern and more 
time could be given to the amenities. 

Mary Stevens, a young woman of unusual beauty, was 
very fond of social life. George Stevens had read law in 
the office of Judge Pemberton for a time, but had aban- 
doned the law in favor of journalism as a profession. Oscar 
Stevens, having started his legal career under more favorable 
auspices in the office of Coudert Bros., had been admitted 
to the bar and had opened his own law office in New York. 
In 1865, he had married Catherine Davis of Yonkers. Their 
home for several years was on Seventh Avenue near Fourth 
Street. Diagonally across the way lived young Ned Stevens, 
a nephew, and his wife Antoinette, while a short distance 
down Sixth Avenue was the home of my grandmother's sis- 
- ter, Mrs. Catherine Ludlum and her son and daughter. In 
addition to this little family community there were many 
friends and acquaintances, for Mount Vernon had grown 
apace. Attracted by the natural beauties of the village and 
its convenient commuting distance from New York, many 
newcomers had taken up their residence here and a very 
pleasant social life had sprung up among a group of thirty 
or forty families. 

There were the Garnisses, Martins, Seavers, Kirks, Steven- 
sons, Levys, McClellans, Montagues, Sandfords, Howlands, 
Duncombs, Smiths, Gregorys, Smeatons, Kingslands, Mees, 
Jennings, Oakleys, Seymours, Magonigles, etc., etc., to 
mention only a few of the families whose names occur re- 
peatedly in the pages of my grandmother Emeline Stevens’ 
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diary, and who came and went with the freedom of old 
friends. 

Life in this old house in the late sixties and the seventies 
as revealed in her diary was full of interest and of incident. 
The grounds surrounding it, much larger than at the present 
time, were picturesque and beautiful behind their white 
picket fence, for much thought had gone into their arrange- 
ment. There were the customary trim box-bordered paths 
and thirteen large box bushes encircling the house — one 
for each of the original states of the Union —with the usual 
lilacs, roses, weigela, syringa, bridal wreath, Rose of Sharon, 
etc., which were always a part of the gardens of those days. 
The fragile blooms of grape hyacinths, violets and myrtle 
were here to greet the spring; heavy-headed daffodils 
danced in the April breezes; the white Star of Bethlehem 
gleamed in the brilliant green setting, and lilies of the 
valley and dog lilies filled the air with their sweetness. 
Cherry, pear and apple trees gave bountiful supplies of 
delicious fruit, and a thriving vegetable garden at the rear, 
bordered by blackberry, raspberry and currant bushes had 
furnished many a prize-winning exhibit for the Horticultural 
Society which, as already stated, my grandfather had or- 
ganized and in which he was deeply interested. On the lawn 
between the house and garden, in the shade of the old elm 
tree, was the croquet ground, in use from early spring till late 
autumn, for the game was a favorite with the young people 
of those days. 

At the northwest corner of the house, conveniently near 
the back door was the well beneath its neat green latticed 
well house, with stout bucket and shining tin dipper. Fed by 
@ spring that was never known to run dry and of unusual 
depth, its water was always cold and crystal clear, A cooling 
draught, dipped from its dripping bucket on a hot summer 
day, was indeed cause for thankfulness. 

A long arbor at the north of the house supported a luxuri- 
ant growth of Concord grape vines, in the fall heavily laden 
with great clusters of juicy fruit which, on crisp October 
nights, filled the garden with their rich perfume. 

There were many beautiful trees on the place but the 
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crowning glory of it all was the old elm tree (always referred 
to as “the tree") with its huge trunk and great spread of 
low-lying branches shading the house and grounds. High up 
in its sturdy limbs was a canopied summer house, with seats 
and table, reached by a flight of stairs. Here on summer 
evenings the family and their friends would frequently 
gather, and one finds many entries in the diary like the 
following of August 23, 1869: 
"In the evening we had singing up in the fea" 

There, too, the Vesper Quartette spent many hours, filling 
the summer nights with melody. 


The house, completed in 1851, the exterior of which has 
changed little, except that its shingled roof has been re- 


placed by one of metal is, in structure, a perfect example - 


of the architectural methods used when the colonists built 
their New England homes. The great hand-hewn oak timbers 
of its frame are fastened securely to its heavy stone founda- 
tion, and each pair of sturdy roof timbers meeting at the 
roof's peak is mortised and pinned together with stout 
wooden pins. That the roof stands straight and true after 
nearly one hundred years of wind and weather seems a 
strong argument in favor of this form of roof structure, as 
against the later device of a ridge pole. However, in 
1850-51, time was not of the essence, and much of the work 
was done by hand. For example, the Doric columns on the 
front porch are entirely hand-wrought, and the writer has 
often heard her uncle, the late George Stevens, tell how 
the carpenter who had built them would sometimes come, 
when an old man, to look at his handiwork. Running his 
fingers over their smooth surfaces and expressing pride and 
pleasure in their staunchness, he would say, "they're my 
babies, yes — they're my babies." 

Sylvanus Purdy, the original owner, had undoubtedly 
meant to occupy the house and, that he had planned to 
continue the usual activities of farm life ‘s evidenced by its 
stone-floored milkroom with broad hanging shelves of walnut 
made to hold great pans of cooling milk. Although never 
put to the use for which it was originally intended, it served 
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in my grandmother's day as a cool commodious storeroom 
for the goodly stock of jams, jellies, preserves and pickles 
with which her bountiful table was always well supplied. 

The rooms were furnished in the manner of the times with 
a mixture of Early American and Victorian mahogany. Sofas 
and chairs were upholstered in the usual black haircloth, its 
austerity in a measure offset by the bright floral designs of 
the Brussels carpets and, in winter, by the warm glow of fires 
in stoves, open grates and fireplaces. 

On the pier table which stood beneath the large mirror 
in the front hall was a glass case filled with brightly colored 
birds, beautifully mounted and arranged in a setting sug- 
gesting their natural habitat. This use of birds for decorative 
purposes was a popular custom of those days, frequently 
indulged in even by bird-lovers. Fortunately it has not sur- 
vived and today bird prints take the place of this form 
of decoration in our homes. 

There were the usual steel engravings on the walls, framed 
in simple broad gilt frames, for this form of art seems to 
have had a strong appeal during the early years of the last 
century. Two of the most interesting were copies of Da 
Vinci's well-known “Last Supper’ and Trumbull's "Signing 
of the Declaration of Independence," the latter with re- 
productions of the various signatures and a key by which to 
identify the different signers, all of whom appear in the 
picture. There were colored prints of "Lafayette'’ and 
"Washington at Dorchester Heights," by Gilbert Stuart, 
and many other pictures adorning the walls, but the place 
of honor over the mantel in the front oarlor was reserved 
for the lovely child portrait of Oscar Stevens, John and 
Emeline Stevens’ first born, by Whitehorn (pupil of Trumbull) 
the well-known early American portrait painter. 

The little boy, about four years of age, is pictured seated 
on the floor, playing with a number of the tops which John 
Stevens made for his children's enjoyment. He is dressed in 
a dark red velvet suit cut low in the neck after the fashion 
of the times. The warm flesh tones of the firm round shoul- 
ders, the gold glints in the long chestnut curls and the 
laughter in the blue eyes combine to make a portrait of rare 
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beauty, which is today the cherished possession of George 
Oscar Stevens II of Plainfield, New Jersey, grandson of the 
subject. 

There were candlesticks of Sheffield plate and gilt cande- 
labra with shining glass prisms on the mantels in the parlors 
where open grate fires brought warmth and cheer on chill 
winter days. These two adjoining rooms on the east side of 
the house, where stood the big square rosewood piano, were 
a popular gathering place and on many an evening were 
filled with music, laughter and the ring of young voices. 
Hospitality was the rule of the house and friends and ac- 
quaintances were always welcome. The Stevenses were a 
pleasure-loving, pleasure-giving family. 

Music was at all times a part of the family life and many 
of the long evenings were entirely given over to it. On Sun- 
day evenings there was always sacred music. 

As already stated, the flute was John Stevens’ instrument, 
and his daughter Mary had studied piano for many years 
with a German music master, Professor Reitzner, while the 
two boys had been his pupils for shorter periods. Both Oscar 
and George had sweet tenor voices and the latter had 
organized the Vesper Quartette which did much of its prac- 
ticing here. George had a very real gift for musical com- 
position and published many delightful songs. 

Dancing, both round and square, was another frequent 
diversion and one which was enjoyed by the older members 
of the family as well as the younger. 

Directly across the way, on Fourth Street, lived Mr. and 
Mrs. Montague with their three young daughters. The two 
families were intimate, seeing each other almost daily, and 
the younger members, with Annie Kirk and her two brothers, 
Aifred and Edward, Sophie Mee, Mary and Fanny Levy were 
the organizers of the V. D. O. N., or Vast Deal of Nonsense 
Society, which came into being in the early seventies and 
seems to have brought much pleasure to the community. 
That they were active and enterprising in living up to their 
name, there is little reason to doubt. 

Many of their meetings were held here and, with George 
Stevens and his cousin Ned Stevens as ring leaders, the fun 
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was varied and sometimes hilarious, and often continued 
till the small hours of the night. Charades, Mrs. Jarley’s wax 
figures, plays, recitations, games, dancing and music formed 
the basis for much of their nonsense, In winter, especially on 
moonlight nights, sleighing and coasting parties, followed 
by steaming hot drinks around a glowing grate fire, added to 
the joy of living. Incidentally the drinks, unlike those served 
on similar occasions today, were non-alcoholic. 

Both John Stevens and his wife were keenly aware of the 
need for diversion in the lives of both young and old and 
were always especially glad to back the youngsters in secur- 
ing it. It is doubtful if they were ever quite so happy as 
when playing host and hostess to a household of young peo- 
ple, and the privilege was often theirs. In addition to the 
youthful members of their own immediate family and their 
many young friends, there was a host of nephews and 
nieces who were frequent visitors here. 

Turning the pages of the diary one finds the following 
entries: 


"July |, 1869. Mary and George had an evening party. 
“Monday, July 5, 1869 (Celebrated as the 4th). Bright 


and beautiful. In the afternoon we had a large number 
of friends call — thirty-four in all. Sophie, Minnie 
Montague, Charlie (Mee) and the Davises played cro- 
quet. In the evening we had a merry dance and father 
treated all to cream. 


"August 27, 1869. Mrs. Wolcott, Miss Orton and 
Hattie Hicks spent the evening. Had delightful music. 


"Saturday, July 2, 1870. Lil and Eunice Ball (John 
Stevens’ nieces} came up for the Fourth. 


"Monday, July 4, 1870. Molly, Sarah, Mr. Exall, Mr. 
Good, De Witt and his wife and others were here. Had 
a very delightful day. In the evening dancing, music, 
recitations and fireworks were enjoyed. 


"May 17, 1872. In the evening a company of young 
folks were here. Had a merry time with Mrs. Jarley's 
wax figures. 
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"November I|1, 1872. Had a very pleasant party of 
young people this evening. A play followed by music 
and dancing were the amusements of the evening. 
(This was probably a meeting of the V. D. O. N. Society) 


"June 30, 1873. The Parish Circle met here this evening. 
Singing up in the tree. 


“July 25, 1873. Hannah (a favorite cousin} came up on 
the noon train. In the evening we had a feast of music. 
Annie and Ed Kirk, Minnie Montague, Antoinette and 
Ned Stevens, Sarah and William Ludlum were here. 


"January |, 1874. Received a large number of calls and 
in the evening Minnie came over. Al and Ed Kirk and 
Ned Stevens spent the evening. Music and dancing." 


According to an old program, on the evening of January 
20, 1873 the V. D. O. N. Society gave one of their enter- 
tainments — a quite typical one here — a play entitled, 
"Ladies at Home; or, Gentlemen, We Can Do Without 
You," of which the dramatis personae were Annie Kirk, 
Fanny and Mary Levy, Sophie J. Mee, Minnie Montague, 
Katherine Seymour and Mary Stevens. Piano duets by Kath- 
erine Seymour and Sue Van Santvoord, songs by George 
Stevens and Fanny Levy, and a humorous skit, Mrs. Ward's 
Automaton Marvels," by Edward Kirk and George Stevens 
were also part of the program. 


According to the diary: 


“Thursday, January 16, 1873. The girls all met here this 
evening to practice the play. New servant came today 
—Jennie. 


"Friday, January 17, 1873. Very busy i Jennie 
and preparing for the reception. 


"Saturday, January 18, 1873. The girls were here in the 
afternoon to practice and arrange the room for the 
play. 

"Monday, January 20, 1873. A very busy day, prepar- 
ing for the reception in the evening. A house full. Every 
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apartment in use and all highly gratified with the 
entertainment.” 


As usual on occasions of this sort, the cousins from New 
York and New Jersey were here for the night, and an early 
breakfast to start the men off on time was recorded, 

The day's activities began at an early hour and, except 
during the strenuous spring and fall housecleaning periods, 
most of the more pressing household tasks were disposed of 
before dinner which was served in the middle of the day. 
This left the afternoon and evening more or less at the dis- 
posal of friends when much time was given to the pleasant 
business of paying and receiving calls. This form of social 
activity was perennial and nothing was allowed to interfere 
with its pursuit. Turning to the diary we quote these entries 
from a few rather typical days: 


"January 20, 1869. Aunt Kate, Mrs. Gregory and Carrie 
Oakley called in the afternoon and Mrs. McClellan and 
Willy spent the evening. Mr. McClellan calied for them. 
Retired a little past || o'clock. 


“May 25, 1869. Clear and warm. Mrs. Skidmore, Mrs. 
Howland and Mrs. Howe called in the afternoon. 
Nettie, Cynnie, Kate and Oscar, Will and Mrs. Garniss 
spent the evening. 


"October 6, 1869. Aunt Kate and Em spent the day 
and Oscar's family were here to tea. Belle Fish, Mary 
and Libby Gregory called, and Mr. and Mrs. Read 
spent the evening here. 


“January 14, 1870. Mary and | called at Mrs. Oakley's, 
Mrs. Seymour's and Mrs. Read's. In the evening went 
to see the Bohemian Glassblowers. 


"June Il, 1872. The dressmaker came today and 
thirteen callers besides.” (Thé list of callers is given.) 


The dressmaker, by the way, was often at the house, for 
the fashion of the day called for much elaborate detail in 
women's dresses, and Mary Stevens loved pretty clothes 
and always had them. 
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Games of all sorts were always popular with the family. 
In summer, croquet, played in the shade of the old elm 


tree, was especially so and there seems to have been no | 


more enthusiastic devotee of the game than Sophie Mee, 
my mother's intimate friend. 


Although the twenty-second of May 1869 is recorded as 
having dawned "cloudy and cold,"' in the afternoon 


“Sophie came to play a game of croquet with Mary. 
Joe Garniss and George joined them. Sophie stayed 
to tea and left at twelve o'clock." 


And again on July 17, 1869: 
“Miss Head, Emma Rich, Sophie Mee and Joseph Gar- 


niss were here to play croquet," 


and many similar entries. 

To one who still cherishes in memory the beauty of the old 
elm tree and its lace-like shadows on the lawn, and who in 
later years knew many of the players, it is possible to capture 
in imagination the picture of those summer afternoons. 

There was a ‘vast deal of nonsense,"’ much laughter and 
gay talk, punctuated by the sharp click of the mallets against 
the balls as the players moved about the lawn, the bright 
summer dresses of the girls adding color and beauty to the 
picture. The game, by the way, was admirably adapted to 
their picturesque Victorian costumes, calling for just enough 
activity to show to advantage the Tull skirts, puffs, bows, frills 
and furbelows so popular at that time. 

In winter, cards furnished another favorite entertainment, 
for the family were all enthusiastic card players and many 
a long winter evening passed all too quickly in the enjoyment 
of "a clear fire, a clean hearth and the rigor of the game." 
Card parties were frequently given at the different homes. 
The diary records that at one given here on January 23, 
1872, there were five tables and twenty-eight players and 
the party broke up at midnight. It is safe to assume that at 
one or two of the tables “Legal Whist" was played, for in 
1869 my grandfather had invented and patented his own set 
of playing cards, and for a number of years they were very 
popular. 
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Many years later Mrs, Jared Sandford, while ‘talking with 
the writer about "old times" when in a reminiscent mood, 
recalled the fact and said that during the period of their 
popularity they had entirely displaced the old cards in the 
village. She laughingly added, "Oh, in those days no one 
thought of playing with anything but Squire Stevens’ cards.” 

One enthusiastic and too optimistic convert to the new 
game wrote my grandfather, "Had you introduced nothing 
but ‘Legal Whist’ in your new scientific and beautiful sub- 
stitute for the old cards, it should give you world-wide 
reputation!" 
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JOHN STEVENS, Patentee, 


It is evident that the young people of those days had 
no monopoly of the "good times," for the spirit of sociabil- 
ity seemed to thrive among old and young alike. In spite of 
the absence of labor-saving devices and the demands made 
by household cares, there seems always to have been time 
for friendliness, and the pleasant neighborly custom of 
spending the day, the afternoon or the evening with friends 
was frequently enjoyed. One pleasant custom which has died 
out with the passing of the years was that by which the 
young people and their elders often shared their pleasures 
and diversions with each other. Parties and evening enter- 
tainments were frequently given when the whole family was 
invited and, judging from the hour at which some of them 
broke up, were entirely successful, as the following entry of 
July 13, 1869 bears witness: 


"In the evening we all went to a party at Mrs. Pem- 
berton's. Returned at two o'clock.” 
There is no comment as to the nature of the entertainment 
furnished, but the hour at which the family returned would 
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seem to prove that the evening had been a pleasant one 
and that the presence of their elders had in no way inter- 
fered with the enjoyment of the young people. 

Mrs. Pemberton, by the way, was the wife of Judge Pem- 
berton, for many years prominent in the political life of the 
village, and several times elected its president. George 
Stevens had read law in his office for a number of years. 


On April 6th of that same year: 


"Father, Mary, George and myself went to tea at 
Mrs. Seaver's. Spent a delightful evening and left at 
-half past twelve!"* 


That was undoubtedly a musical evening. The Seavers, who 
were very hospitable, lived in a charming house on Second 
Avenue, which was destroyed only a few years ago to make 
way for the Professional Building. Mr. Seaver was editor of 
Harper's Magazine and Mrs. Seaver was an accomplished 
musician. The two families had a common bond in their love 
of music and saw each other frequenily. 

Tea, as the evening meal was usually called, was far more 
substantial than its name suggests. While there was always 
an abundant supply of the cheering beverage, if one may 
judge from the capacious old silver tea set used by the 
Stevens family, more solid refreshment was provided in the 
form of sliced chicken or meat of some sort, a hot dish or 
two, fresh biscuits or muffins, jams and jellies and rich 
home-made cake with fruit, fresh or preserved, according 
to the season. One has only to glance through a recipe book 
of that day to feel reasonably sure that, in any well-ordered 
household, the meals were both satisfying and delicious. 

The evening meal seems to have been, as it still is, the 
popular time for entertaining, and in this the Stevens family 
proved no exception to the rule. Friends were always drop- 
ping in to tea, and supper parties, bringing together con- 
genial spirits, followed by long evenings of pleasant social 
discourse and music, were very popular. 


On November |, 1869: 
"Mr. and Mrs. Seymour and Mrs. Seymour's brother, 
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Mr. and Mrs. Garniss, Mrs. Pemberton and Miss Bell 
were here to tea.” 


The Rev. Mr. Seymour was the rector of Trinity Church 
at that time and he and his family were always welcome 
guests at the Stevens home, as were Mrs. Pemberton and 
Miss Bell who usually accompanied her. 

Mr. and Mrs. Garniss and their sons, Joseph and John, 
were also frequent guests at the house and they seem to 
have belonged to the hospitable members of the commu- 
nity, of which, however, there were many. 

The dining-room was lighted by gas, which had only 
recently taken the place of lamps in the house, and there 
was probably a wood fire in the fireplace to add its note 
of cheer to that November evening. The long table was 
covered with the white china edged with coral bands which 
was always used on festive occasions. The customary two 
castors, with cruets for oil and vinegar, mustard and other 
condiments also graced the table, and at either end was a 
quaint silver globe-shaped butter dish, and a low fluted 
silver cake basket and a sturdy squat hobnailed glass salt 
cellar, instead of the individual ones now used. Of course 
the old silver tea set which had been in use for many years 
and probably a silver coffee urn, both freshly polished for 
the occasion, added to the general air of festivity. That the 
repast was excellent no ‘one familiar with Emeline Stevens’ 
reputation as a cook could doubt, and the feast of reason 
and flow of soul induced by her substantial refreshment 
probably insured an enjoyable evening for all. 


No account of life in this house in those early days, which 
omitted the part played by the church, would be complete. 
_ As already stated, on their arrival from New York the 
family had become identified with St. Paul's Church, East- 
chester, and John Stevens became one of its vestrymen in 
1852, serving as such continuously through |865. Before com- 
ing to Mount Vernon, Emeline Stevens had been a member 
of the Brick Church in New York City for many years. 

The meetings which were held in the early fifties in vari- 
ous homes and halls in the village and which finally resulted 
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in the organization of Trinity Church and its incorporation 
in 1856, were of great interest to the family who took an 
active part in the work of securing funds for the erection 
of the present church, John Stevens serving on the building 
committee and becoming a member of Trinity's first vestry. 

Church attendance was always taken tor granted in the 
family, not as a mere matter of form, but as the expression 
of reverence for one's Creator, Emeline Stevens was a wom- 
an of deep religious conviction which was exemplitied i in her 
daily life. - 

In addition to the regular services, there were many other 
church activities in which the family took part. There was 
the Parish Circle, which met at the homes of the different 
members, apparently for social diversion; the Sewing Circle, 
obviously for charity; fairs, Christmas parties and vestry 
meetings, which often met here. Choir rehearsals had to be 
attended, as Mary Stevens was organist for some years dur- 
ing Mr. Seymour's rectorship. 

As is well known, the Rev. William Samuel Coffey, rector 
of St. Paul's, Eastchester, acted as pastor of the younger 
church, Trinity, for a number of years, holding afternoon 
services there. For some time this arrangement was satis- 
factory but, after the erection of the church building and 
the increase in the congregation which resulted, it was only 
natural that gradually the need was felt for a rector who 
could give his entire time to the work of the parish and the 
lack of any morning service was a special deprivation. In 
spite of the friendship that had existed for many years be- 
tween the Rev. Mr. Coffey and the Stevens family, they had 
come to share this feeling with many others among his 
parishioners, certainly not because of any spirit of criticism 
toward hirn but having in mind solely the good of the grow- 
ing church. As late as the summer of 1865, however, nothing 
had occurred to mar the tranquility of their friendly rela- 
tions, as the following note bears witness: 


Saturday, July 22, 1865. 


Rev. Mr. Coffey presents his respects to Mrs. Stevens, 
and will, if agreeable, drink tea with her and spend a 
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part of tomorrow evening at her house, when he hopes 
he may meet Mr. Oscar Stevens and his esteemed wife. 


Mrs. John Stevens 
Present. 


lt seems that the rectorship of Trinity had been assigned 
the Rev. Mr. Coffey at his own request and on his solemn 
promise to give the church over into the hands of a successor 
at such time as the vestry deemed this advisable. As the 
feeling above referred to grew in strength, gentle sugges- 
tions that the time had come to redeem his promise were 
made but were not received with enthusiasm. Matters drifted 
on in this way for a number of years, though even among 
his friends, and he had many, the feeling that he was not 
following the right course was steadily growing. No one ever 
thought of questioning his zeal, rather there appears to have 
been an excess of this quality. The real difficulty, in his case, 
seems to have been caused by a strong distaste for re- 
linquishing authority once obtained, combined with a feeling 
of indispensability which he had come to have in regard to 
the work of the parish. 

According to a paper drawn up in 1866, giving an outline 
of the difficulties encountered by the vestry in dealing with 
their rector, ‘All mild expedients had been tried to effect 


a change in his views — persuasion, remonstrance, appeals 
to his duty as a clergyman, and to his own honor as a 
Christian gentleman — all were thrown away.” 


Even appeals to the bishop had been of no avail, as the 
reverend gentleman had stubbornly refused to follow the 
advice of his superior officer to resign for the good of all 
concerned. 

Finally at the time of the Easter election of officers in 
1886, matters came to a climax, through their ‘contuma- 
cious clergyman's'' attempt to control the election, That 
summer a most urgent appeal was sent to Bishop Potter who 
responded with the following letter. 
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Albany, August'27, 1866. 
Gentlemen: 


| have this A.M. received your communication and 
given it a careful perusal. | am now in the midst of an 
active visitation, but | will at once write to the Rev. Mr. 
Coffey, and | earnestly hope that all questions between 
you may be quietly and kindly disposed of. | would 
particularly recommend gentleness and tenderness in 
your modes of proceeding. 

| am, gentlemen 


-~ 


' Most truly yours 
Horatio Potter. 


To 
Richard Atkinson, Esq. ) 
) Wardens 
John Stevens, Esq. —) 


and others 


Just how much weight the good bishop's advice carried 
in the subsequent proceeding is a matter for speculation. 
From what one can gather, however, the affair was not 
characterized by ‘gentleness and tenderness" on either side. 

Much that occurred in this prolonged struggle for control 
of the church between the summer of 1866 and January 
1869 must be left to conjecture, as authentic records are 
not available, at least to this writer. At this latter date, how- 
ever, the Rev. Mr. Seymour was the rector of Trinity. Just 
when he had taken up his duties there it is difficult to ascer- 
tain as his name is not given on the list of rectors appearing 
in. the published records of Trinity. It is partly in the interest 
of historical accuracy that this outline is being written. 

It appears evident from an old record book, in possession 
of this writer, that in June 1867 about twenty-five members 
of the congregation temporarily withdrew from the church, 
having each pledged a weekly subscription toward a fund 
to be used to defray the expense of "Episcopal services in 
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Union Hall." This arrangement evidently lasted through the 
following April, the Rev. Mr. Seymour having conducted 
the services. How long these twenty-five or more errant 
sheep strayed from the fold is not clear but by January 
1869 affairs at the church seem to have been running 
smoothly under Mr. Seymour's guidance. It is interesting to 
note, in passing, that on Friday evening, February 2nd of 
that year, the church was lighted by gas for the first time. 
This was made possible through the generosity of one of its 
members who wished to remain anonymous. 

The interval of quiet was brief, however. The usual Easter 
eruption of hostilities broke out with renewed fervor due, 
of course, to the approach of the annual election of officers 
which took place on Easter Monday. At this point Emeline 
Stevens’ diary can proceed with the story. 


"March 20, 1869. Will and George are staying all night 
at the church to guard it, as Mr. Coffey has sent a note 
to Mr, Seymour demanding the church. 


"Sabbath, March 21, 1869. Clear and cold. All went to 
church but George, who had sat up all night. Quite an 
exciting time about the church. Mr. Wood and Mr. 
Lawler watch tonight. 


"March 25, 1869. George stayed all night at the church. 


"Good Friday, March 26, 1869. All went to church in 
the afternoon. In the evening there was a meeting of 
the vestry here." (Probably to map out the plans of 
action) 


“Saturday, March 27, 1869. Oscar called for Mary to 
go to practice the organ." (M. L. S. was evidently act- 
ing as organist at that time) “All were at the church 
but me, preparing for Easter. An exciting time, Mr. 
Coffey had served injunctions on three of the vestry 
and they were watching around the church for Mr. 
Seymour and Father. Oscar went to the city on law 
business.'’ (Obviously in connection with the situation at 
the church) “lt is now half past twelve o'clock, and 
Father and George are not home yet. 


29 


~<a « 


. ae i AT i" re ” = 
ait paeren peer ‘aiiaiale ; 7 in 
betoubses pnived we myee 1 M vs 
inane 910m 0 oitspated wale prol Wold " 
yvieunel yd tud reels ton ai Tot sit mort: bois ee 
prinnuy need eved ot megaz foved> oft te eicRe 0h 
ot prezenéini aM lesnebiep a: Ma aby yi 


bot J ben 


| 
sodas 


TO on 5 ‘ WY ~ i if NineVvsS f esis a - 6 iin nf ie 
ere} favo edt 0 pill his batt Hil 2 sew dota edt neoy 
2 = one “, (ti orenee ev: {+ sige caja 2204 abom icw 


ZUOMYARORG NVM corel ow erecienan * 
teed isuzw of! pea laird 2aw 7 2iUD to’ lavesini eft ad 
‘sub revel bewane: ative +y0 ved zsitititeen to noitquie aat 
271482 hae 6 t > dijpale lgunne 5 ant to Aas 0776 oct ot ewes te 
ented tniog itt ~ -ysbre M reteed no aelg toot rs ie 
rote anit atiw ‘beeserg ad yreib * : 


Apin Ite en ero ep10e0 bre ii Raed OF dove ’4 A Say 
pion « Inoe ed yelR6O aM 26.45 bnaug ot dowdo edbte 
ponies ari! C anions nob wo rey aM of e] f 
ot thew lA .blos bre weld .0d8) (tf dow teddee” =~ re 
© " a tipia lis qu tez bed onw D7 1980) tud Asiuds } 
1M. bre booW .M: dowd. edt fuode emit pnitione: 
tApinof dotew velwad * 


‘= 
ee 


dows off te tipia lle beyata eqrocd . 948) 28 dove :. 


ni dowels of taew HA .038) O8 dowel yebnt boot" 


6 1sw sverl! onianeve att nl .woometts et ‘i 

te sft tue 2 ot yidederT) “sever yileew onlt 
[Aortse 

i 

~ ~ se 7. 
1 ; ‘< foweM (60 vies 

| “.epio ant oes be “9 ®, 

LA femit fertt fe teen S pai » 


s 
iM Joma ive nA seted 10h painegeng om tug ay 

yiizev ent fo os At no zw@qitonuiri bevreg bed ystoD 3s Pied 
1M sot rioturio onf bavow pniistew siew yea? ar rat 

wel ao yo at ‘oe tnow ies2rQ .redied bas 440m 
is noitevtie eri dtiw noltsernos nt yiewow )* “noniud? aa 
Dae docis'o 3 pbieons feag Yer WOT zi es apc it por) ws 
; tey amon fon 6 besoin bes 1 | 


es We 


i ik 


ye 


“Easter Sunday, March 28, 1869. Bright and mild. Went 
to church. A large attendance. Church fragrant with 
flowers. Father and Oscar returned this evening. Quite 
@ rejoicing, as a paper from Judge Gilbert giving them 
the right to carry on the election had been obtained. 


"Monday, March 29, 1869, Father and George went 
up early to tne church. A messenger came to tell him 
(Father) that the Sheriff was there and Mr. Coffey's 
lawyer from the city. The paper received from Judge 
Gilbert, which had the authority to stop their -pro- 
ceeding, was read and the election went on peace- 


ably." 


Evidently Oscar's trip to the city on "law business" had 
saved the day. 

And now for a time peace, or something which seemed 
to resemble it, settled down once more on the little con- 
gregation. By the following Easter Monday (1870), however, 
while the annual election of wardens and vestrymen were 
being held at the church, the Rev. Mr. Coffey, apparently 
undaunted by the legal aspects of the case or his rebuff 
of the previous year, held his own election next door. 

Skipping a few years, and turning once more to the pages 
of Emeline Stevens’ diary, one finds the following entries: 


"April 16, 1873. Mr. Seymour has sent in his resignation. 


"April 17, 1873. Father went to a meeting that he had 
called at Mr. Atkinson's in reference to church affairs. 


"April 27, 1873. Clear — a lovely Sabbath, but all felt 
gloomy, for Mr. Coffey had taken possession of the 
church." 


As for the Rev. Mr. Seymour, it is significant that his resig- 
~ nation came during the week following Easter. There had 
probably been the usual disturbance on Easter Monday when 
the annual church elections were held. It takes little imagina- 
tion to know that he must have had to face much that was 
unpleasant during the years of his rectorship at Trinity. He 
had taken up his work there under very unfavorable condi- 
tions, when the affairs of the church were at a low ebb, 
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handicapped by its debt, the pressing need for repairs and 
the strong and relentless antagonism of his predecessor. 
That he labored faithfully during the four or five years of 
-his rectorship, in spite of these difficulties, there seems not 
the slightest question. Yet in the list of rectors appearing 
in the leaflet issued by Trinity Church at the time of its 
eightieth anniversary celebration in 1936, the Rev. Mr. Sey- 
meour's name does not appear. The Rev. William S. Coffey's 
dates are given as 1856-1873, yet anyone wishing to consult 
the files of the old Mount Vernon Chronicle for the years 
1869-1873 will find the weekly notices of services at Trinity, 
with the Rev. Mr. Seymour as rector. Truly he is Trinity's 
"Forgotten Man." 


Nature. 


"The first in time and the first in importance of the influence upon 
the mind is tnat of nature. Every day the sun: and after sunset, night 
and her stars. Ever the winds blow: ever the grass grows.'"—Emerson 

The spot to which John Stevens brought his family was 
one of singular beauty and undoubtedly this fact exerted 
its influence toward making them all especially sensitive and 
responsive to the beauties of nature. Certainly they were 
rich in the possession of that "sense of the beautiful" 
which William H. Hudson has called "God's best gift to 
the human soul." 

In summer, much of their living was done out-of-doors, 
beneath the sheltering limits of the old elm tree. John 
Stevens seemed to begrudge the time spent indoors. In 
the early morning his beloved garden claimed his attention, 
and star-lit summer evenings were far too beautiful to be 
wasted beneath a roof. 

From his boyhood he had been a keen observer of nature, 
and he taught his children and grandchildren to be the 
same. He was deeply interested in bird life and could 
scarcely have chosen a spot better adapted to a close study 
of their ways, for spring always brought a host of feathered 
guests. Here through the long summer days could be heard 
the robin's rollicking song, the rich flute-like notes of the 
Baltimore oriole, whose graceful hanging nest swung from 
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the tall crest of the elm tree and, morning and evening the 
cool leisurely strains of those peerless singers, the thrushes. 
These were but a few of the lovely songsters who found 
sanctuary here. 

Florence A. Stevens, writing of her grandfather says, “His 
ear was acutely tuned to bird notes and his imitation of 
them so accurate, that in their walks together through woods 
and fields, he taught his boys to know the songsters by 
their songs or calls, lessons which they never forgot, and 
passed on to his grandchildren." e 

The entries in Emeline Stevens' diary, so often quoted, 
were of necessity brief but she found time to comment on 
the beauty of the summer moonlight and the winter storms, 
and to note the August evening on which the katydids’ shrill 
chorus was heard for the first time in the season, warning of 
the approach of autumn. 

Beyond their own well-shaded grounds and scarcely more 
than a stone's throw from the house, were open fields and 
wooded areas through which the old roads wound invitingly, 
and the family were never unmindful of their appeal. There 
were long walks along the old Kingsbridge Road, the Boston 
Post Road and the picturesque old Lovers’ Lane which passed 
the group of huge rocks known as the Bowlders on the way 
to Seton's Falls and Woods, where many happy hours were 
passed. In the opposite direction was the lure of their own 
orchard at Fleetwood and the lovely woodlands surrounding 
it. 

Walking was a diversion of which they never seemed to 
grow weary, and there were few parts of Westchester which 
they did not explore, especially George Stevens, whose in- 
timate acquaintance with the fields, woods and wildflowers 
of this vicinity was a source of perennial joy all his life. 
He knew just where to find the first spring beauty, hepatica 
and marsh marigold in the spring, ‘the exquisite cardinal 
flower in summer, and the shy fringed gentian in the fall, 
always cutting them carefully and sparingly. Walks were 
not confined to daylight hours. In a letter written to her 
daughter in June 1874, Emeline Stevens says, 
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“Last night Al Kirk and George took their moonlight 
walk, and tonight Ed and George are out." 


Probably those moonlight walks covered a very wide area. 

For many years George Stevens was associate editor of 
the Yonkers Gazette and it was his custom to walk to and 
from his office. There were beautiful woodlands on the route 
with which he was thoroughly familiar, as he rarely kept to 
the road, and in one lovely gorge, through -which flowed 
8 typical woodland brook, he had made for himself a sort 
of outdoor study, where much of his writing was done. This 
sylvan retreat was known as "The Glen," and here, safely 
hidden under deeply shelving rocks he had stored folding 
table, writing materials, hammock, cooking utensils and 
supplies of non-perishable foods. A rock fireplace on the 
edge of the brook was often in use, for here George Stevens 
frequently entertained members of his family and his friends 
at luncheon. A day spent at the Glen was a day to treasure 
in memory, for the Westchester woodlands of those days 
were unsurpassed in beauty, a veritable paradise of wild- 
flowers, and the home of countless beautiful songbirds. 

In another letter written to her daughter in July 1874, 
Emeline Stevens says, 


"They are all off on a picnic today, no one at home but 
me. | did not wish to go; | said | was going to have a 
good talk with you. They started at nine o'clock. Mr. 
Mee's family, Jennie, Aunt Kate, Antoinette's family, 
Oscar's family, Father, George, and a young girl who is 
visiting at Ned's. Harvey's picnic wagon was filled. 
Both the servants were along too. They will not return 
till dusk, as they took dinner and tea along.” 

She goes on to say that that morning she had risen at five 

o'clock, waked the servant, and baked for the picnic. 


"| made some green apple pies — our harvest apples 

are very ripe now. With the girls’ help | had pies made 

and biscuits baked before the family came downstairs." 
Probably the Glen was one of their destinations, and the 
rock fireplace by the brookside was in use that summer day 
so long ago. , 
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In November, the "russet woodlands" at the Glen, Fleet- 
wood and Seton's were the scene of many a merry nutting 
party, for walnuts, butternuts, hickory nuts and chestnuts 
were found in abundance and gathered and brought home 
to be stored in the attic until, dry and sweet, they added 
to the enjoyment of the long winter evenings. | 

As the Christmas season drew near, there were long 
tramps through the snow-covered woods ot gather Christmas 
greens and Christmas Eve found the house filled with the 
fragrance of balsam, pine, spruce and hemlock, with which 
mantels were banked and doorways hung. The church too 
was lavishly decorated in readiness for the Christmas cele- 
bration when there would be a lighted tree and the singing 
of carols. 


Family Pets. 


Both John and Emeline Stevens were animal lovers, and 
life for thern and their children would have been incomplete 
indeed without the pets which were always treated as 
privileged members of the household. 

There was the little dog ''Star,"' so named for the white 
mark on his forehead, who joined the family circle in 1858 
and whose great delight it was to be dressed in a special 
costume made for him, which was kept tucked away at one 
end of the big Duncan Phyfe sofa in the dining-room. When 
asked if he wanted to be dressed, he would run eagerly to 
this hiding place, drag out dress and cap and bring them 
to his questioner, On being buttoned and tied into this 
picturesque costume, he would walk about on his hind legs 
from one member of his family to another, being rewarded 
for this graceful, engaging performance by choice tidbits 
from the table. 

Then there was ‘'Petty,"’ a small black and tan dog, a 
later member of the family who was the devoted friend 
and companion of John Stevens. So firm was the friendship 
existing between them that even Florie and Georgie, the 
beloved grandchildren, were never allowed to usurp Petty's 
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place in any way or to interfere with her privileges in the 
household. 

Possibly Petty's chief claim to distinction, however, lay in 
the fact that she was the mother of a black imp named 
"Gyp,'' a veritable dynamo of mischievous energy, who al- 
ways kept a sharp lookout for toys, dolls, or misplaced ob- 
jects of any sort, and reduced them to unrecognizable 
wrecks 153434 

This grandchild can still recall the tragic occurrences of a 
beautiful summer evening long ago, in which Gyp played a 
major part. Taking with her, her favorite doll ''Katy,"’ a rag- 
doll, the work of Grandma Stevens’ deft fingers, she had 
climbed the stairs to the summer house in the old tree, and 
there seated herself for an hour of quiet communion with 
nature. In the calm of that peaceful summer evening, nature 
must have proven all-absorbing, for it was not until a sudden 
disturbance on the lawn below attracted her attention that 
she woke to the startling realization that her beloved Katy 
had slipped from her arms and fallen to the ground. Quicker 
than thought Gyp had seized the hapless Katy and romped 
off with her, shaking her viciously as he ran. Father and 
Uncle, hearing the cries of distress from the tree, started in 
pursuit. Round and round the house, over the box hedges, 
across the lawn to the garden, the chase was fast and furious 
spurred on by the heart-preaking wails of ‘Oh Katy, my 
Katy,"" which came from Katy's distracted mother. 

Finally, spent and exhausted, Gyp was cornered and poor 
Katy was rescued from her tormentor — alas, none too soon! 
When restored to the arms of her weeping owner, she bore 
but slight resemblance to the thing of beauty she had been 
earlier in the evening. Many stitches were required to make 
her whole again, but Katy's expression was so changed that 
her devoted mother could never again take quite the same 
pleasure in her companionship. 

Gyp's most memorable exploit, however, had to do with 
the elder members of the family. He was in his lively prime 
at the time when every well-dressed woman felt that she 
must possess one of the large white worsted shawls which 
were once so popular. Worsted for these huge affairs, which 
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were crocheted by hand, was bought by the pound. Mary 
Stevens, having purchased the necessary material for one of 
them, had deposited the large bundle on the piano in the 
parlor and left it there, The next morning, on going to the 
parlor to pull up the shades, she was amazed and puzzled at 
the strange appearance of the floor which, in the dim light, 
looked as though a heavy snowstorm had fallen there during 
the night. On raising the shades she instantly sensed the 
cause of the trouble. Gyp, the demon, had possessed himself 
of the huge bundle of worsted and finding a plaything much 
to his taste, had proceeded to romp up and down the length 
of the two parlors, shaking and chewing the big soft bundle 
as he ran. There was hardly a square inch of the Brussels 
carpet in the two rooms which was not covered by the 
fluffy light worsted, for Gyp, to all appearances, had spent 
~ the night in a high carnival of mischief. 

Of course there were also cats among the family's pets, 
but the only one whose personality seems to have been 
sufficiently outstanding to merit a place in the family annals 
was "Old Tom." This canny quadruped, when weary of out- 
door pursuits and ready for his afternoon nap, would come 
to the house, jump for the latch of the back door and, by 
throwing his whole weight against it and clutching the handle 
firmly in both paws, would swing into the hall as it opened, 
followed by his retinue of younger and less sophisticated 
felines. This operation had to be repeated to gain access to 
the kitchen, when the whole calvacade would follow their 
leader across the room and leap to the mantel, where they 
would all curl up for a long, comfortable nap. 


The Vesper Quartette. 


The Vesper Quartette, which contributed so much to the 
pleasure of those early days, deserves a few words on its 
own account. 

George Stevens, the tenor soloist of the quartette, was 
its originator, the other members being Oscar Stevens, 
Harry Chapman and James Miller. 

They gave their first concert on the evening of February 
28, 1870, at Union Hall, Mount Vernon, and were enthusi- 
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astically received. The Mount Vernon Chronicle had this to 
say of the event, "Though they (the quartette) have sung 
together for years at entertainments of various kinds, this 
was the first they had undertaken alone, and the success 
they met with was as deserved as it was gratifying. The 
program contained sixteen pieces, eight of which were en- 
cored. Many of the pieces are original and generally were 
the favorites. We hardly need to add that they are the 
productions of Mr. George Stevens, from whose pen many 
of the pleasant little poetic fancies given to our readers 
- in the Chronicle have proceeded.” 

There were later concerts, both in Mount Vernon and 
elsewhere, all of which seem to have been well received. 
One critic, writing of an out-of-town appearance had the 
following to say, "This Club is composed of superior singers, 
their performances are superb, and they are worthy of the 
patronage of all true lovers of music.” 

That their music was good, the testimony of many of 
their contemporaries, besides the newspapers of the day, 
gives ample proof. Their repertoire was large and varied, 
including songs by Stephen Foster, Franz Abt, Michael Balfe, 
Brinley Richards, Pinsuti, many of my uncle's compositions, 
and other well-known songs of the day. 

Long before they began to give concerts the quartette 
had become well-known to the village through their delight- 
ful custom of singing out-of-doors on summer evenings, 
sometimes on the platform in the old Stevens elm tree, at 
other times wandering from house to house serenading 
friends and neighbors. It is pleasant to picture their progress 
past lamp-lighted windows and open doorways from which 
friendly greetings were called as they made their way 
through these peaceful village streets so long ago — streets 
whose quiet had never been disturbed by the drone of air- 
plane or the honk of motor horn. } 

The writer's aunt, Mrs. George Stevens, has told of her 
pleasure in hearing the quartette for the first time, as a 
young girl, one evening during the summer of 1869. Her 
family had recently come from Albany to make their home 
in Mount Vernon and she had not yet heard of the existence 
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of the quartette. On the evening of which she spoke, they 
were serenading someone in the neighborhood of her home 
and she had listened, thrilled and delighted, as the sound 
of their sweet voices came to her on the still night air. ''For," 
she said, ''l thought | had never heard such beautiful music." 

Another te whom in childhood their singing had brought 
pleasure, was the late George D. Ferguson. in a letter writ- 
ten to the Argus in memory of George Stevens at the time 
of his death, Mr. Ferguson said, ''My father was one of those 
who founded the village, coming here to live in 1852 and 
our house until 1865 adjoined that of ‘Squire Stevens,’ and 
the gigantic old elm tree with a large platform built high up 
amid the branches had a special attraction for me and | 
longed to climb the stairs leading to it, but was not allowed 
the privilege (being less than five years old when we moved 
from there) but | remember how the Vesper Quartette 
_ would sing from that platform on fine summer evenings, and 
the melody seemed to me like notes almost divine." 


The Una Baseball Club. 


The Una Baseball Club, which came into being in the early 
1860's, evidently added to the gaiety of those early days. 
Their games with nearby clubs were watched with keen in- 
terest but their activities were not confined to the baseball 
field alone, as their annual dance and an occasional concert 
seem to have brought as much pleasure to the social life 
of the village as their games did to its sporting life. Joseph 
Wood was president of the Club and both the Stevens boys 
were members, George Stevens acting as captain and 
pitcher of the nine for eight years. 

They played their first game as a member of the National 
Association on May 19, 1866, with the Unions of Morrisania. 
A newspaper of the day commenting on this game says, 
"The Unas are a Club of gentlemanly players,"" but adds, 
"We would warn clubs in general who may desire a game 
with the Unas that if they think they are getting hold of a 
‘country club’ they will find themselves mistaken. The Unions, 
with a very fine nine, found it no easy task to beat them.” 
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In a letter to his sister written in August 1866, George 
Stevens says, "The grand festival of the Una Baseball Club 
came off on Wednesday night and was acknowledged to be 
the best affair of the kind ever instituted in the village. The 
hall was crowded and, for an entertainment of its sort, the 
party was very select. There were eighteen sets on the floor 
in every quadrille. We sang ‘Come Where My Love Lies 
Dreaming,’ which was enthusiastically cheered, and Oscar 
and | were compelled to quiet the shouts for ‘Larboard 
Watch’ by singing the same. Billy Maynard played the piano 
from eleven to one o'clock, when | was established at the 
instrument and performed until the conclusion of the fan- 


dango, which happened at about 3:30 A.M." 


The Mount Vernon Horticultural Society. 


In the historical sketches of early Mount Vernon recently 
published, no mention is made of the Mount Vernon Horti- 
cultural Society, which flourished in those far distant days, 
yet today, when garden clubs are so popular, it is interesting 
to know that Mount Vernon had its first garden club over 
ninety years ago. 

Founded by my grandfather in 1855, it evidently added 
its quota of interest to the life of the village. It had a care- 
fully drawn constitution and by-laws in which is stated, ‘The 
objects of the society are to collect and diffuse correct in- 
formation on all topics relating to horticulture and to pro- 
mote a taste for the same.” 

The regular meetings were held on the first Wednesday 
of every month in Journeau or other public halls, the execu- 
tive committee met each month at the home of one of its 
members, and conversational meetings devoted to discus- 
sions upon horticultural subjects ‘were also held from time 
to time." Interesting talks were frequently given by out-of- 
town lecturers. A two-thirds vote was required to elect to 
membership and ‘'‘ladies were proposed and elected in the 
same manner as other members." Evidently Mount Vernon's 
founders, unlike some of their contemporaries, had the good 
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sense to realize that woman's place is not always in the 
home. 

Public exhibitions were held in the spring and in the fall 
and premiums were awarded to persons who had "essentially 
advanced the objects of the society'’ and to those whose 
exhibits of fruits, plants, flowers or vegetables were of ''un- 
common excellence." 

According to the inscription on the flyleaf of an interest- 
ing old book, "The Vegetable Kingdom," by L. D. Chapin, 
published in 1843, it was "presented to Charles Martin Mee 
for the best dish of early peas, by the Mount Vernon Horti- 
cultural Society, May 29th, 1856." 

That thrift was the guiding principle in the management 
of their finances is evident from the following provision in 
the by-laws: "It shall be the duty of the Finance Committee 
to invest the funds of the society whenever there may be a 
balance in the treasury of more than $100.00 not wanted 
for immediate disbursements.'' That disbursements were 
carefully watched and frugally handled is proven by the 
following extract from the ‘Minutes of a meeting of the 
Executive Committee of the Mount Vernon Horticultural 
Society at Mr. Stevens’ house, Wednesday, February 23rd, 
1859," 

"The Committee for ‘devising means of increasing the 
membership of the Society’ reported in favor of having a 
circular (to be addressed to different individuals and left at 
their houses) printed. 

"On motion resolved that two hundred and fifty printed 
circulars be prepared as suggested in the above report — 
if 500 copies will not cost over 50c or 75c more than 250, 
the former number is to be procured." 

At another meeting of the Executive Committee held at 
Mr. Howland's house on May 25, 1859, ''The Committee on 
Janitor reported that they had engaged the services of 
Dennis Barry as Janitor, his services to be accounted as 
dues." The dues incidentally were one dollar and fifty cents 
a year! Dennis was evidently an enthusiast on matters 
horticultural. 

On June Ist, 1859, the Executive Committee resolved to 
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hold its regular spring exhibition in time for strawberries, 
and June |7th was appointed as the day. 

The family were not dependent on the village for their 
amusements and their social life. There were long visits to 
relatives in New Providence, Elizabeth, Jersey City and to 
Uncle Halsey Megie's home in 42nd Street, New York, 
where gaiety seems to have been the order of the day. 
His only daughter Jennie and Mary Stevens were great 
friends. 

The following note received by the latter when on her 
customary winter visit there in January 1869 is interesting 
because of its rather formal tone, so characteristic of those 


days. 


Dear Marie: 

Should the weather prove propitious, and should you 
not be too much fatigued by tonight's dissipation, it would 
afford me unbounded pleasure to have you accompany me 
to the French Opera Tuesday evening, or to any other place 
of amusement you may elect. 

Present my kindest regards to Miss Jennie and 
Believe me 
Devotedly yours, 
Set. G: 


On January 28, 1869, a few days later, Emeline Stevens’ 
diary records the following: 


"Heard of Mary today through Mrs. Stevenson who 
saw her at Delmonico's."' | 


Her escort was probably the same J.H.C., a young Vir- 
ginian, who had recently come to New York and was a fre- 
quent guest at the Stevens home. 

The theatre offered diversion of which the Stevens family 
were never unmindful, and there were frequent trips to 
New York where Lester Wallack was producing and acting in 
the light comedies and romantic plays which made his name 
and that of his theatre famous. 
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Christmas and New Year's Day were always the occasion 
for much festivity, the former being devoted more espe- 
cially to the family, while on the latter day, the custom of 
being at home to callers was usually followed. Refreshments 
were served and the day was given over to hospitality. 
Mary Stevens’ friends, Minnie Montague and Sophie Mee, 
often assisted her in receiving. If on account of illness or 
absence from home, the usual custom was not followed, the 
shades were drawn and a basket hung on the front door, 
in which the cards of the callers were left. 


After John Stevens’ death in 1882 the property was 
bought by his son-in-law, Mandeville R. Miller, and has re- 
mained in the family ever since. 
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